In this article, the author explores computer gaming preferences of girls through observations of a games
Theorists, educators and designers who have investigated the alienation of women and girls from computer games have frequently focused on the question of gendered preferences. The implication is that if games were produced in accordance with feminine tastes, the number of women or girls active in gaming culture would increase. One problem with this approach is that it tends to ignore the diversity of computer games that are already available. Another problem with this approach is that by focusing on users, or on the generic features of particular games, analysts run the risk of abstracting a perceived problem ("girls are not playing games") from the cycles of production, marketing, consumption, and reception that surround computer and video games. Asking "what games do girls like?" also implies that preferences are determined by gender, but is that actually the case? The patterns of female gaming around the world (see Krotoski, 2004) are variable enough to suggest that gender alone is not a reliable predictor of gaming habits.
Here, in an attempt to avoid divorcing players and preferences from their social, cultural, and physical contexts, observations of gaming sessions are considered through a theoretical framework that is loosely adapted from Salen and Zimmerman's Rules of Play (2004) . Salen and Zimmerman propose analyzing games through three broad and interlocking conceptual frames: rules, play, and culture. Rules involve the "intrinsic mathematical structures of games" (2004, p. 102) . For my purposes, this is expanded to include the "game as text" and the representation of the game's world. Their second schema or conceptual framework is play-the "player's interaction with the game and with other players" (2004, p. 102) . In the discussion that follows this schema will involve the user's experience of actualizing the game-text and the contexts of this play in an immediate, prosaic sense. Salen and Zimmerman's (2004) third schema is that of culture, the contexts of play in a much wider sense. This schema involves looking past "the internal, intrinsic qualities of games toward the qualities brought to the game from external contexts" (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004, p. 104 ). Salen and Zimmerman stress that these schema are interrelating and that the borders between them are permeable.
In this instance, the question of girls and their preferences was explored during observations of a computer games club at a single sex, state school in South London. Play observations aided by video documentation were combined with interviews and questionnaires in order to investigate the girls' gaming inclinations. Examining these preferences through the frames of game, play, and cultural contexts, should lead to the development of a more holistic and mobile or dynamic account of preference-one that implicitly incorporates existing work within media and cultural studies on active and media literate audiences or "reading histories" (Bennett & Woollocott, 1987; Buckingham & Sefton-Green, 1994; Moss, 1989) . This is important, because what became apparent over the school term is that preferences are not static, nor do they emerge in a vacuum, nor can they be directly or solely ascribed to any one aspect of a player's identity. Preferences reflect previous access, and they alter. No single factor was responsible for the choices demonstrated by these players. At times, their selections were informed by a game's rules and structure, at other times choices were shaped by the immediate contexts of play, and in other instances, the influence of wider cultural factors might be perceived.
Investigating gender and preference entails negotiating through some problematic territory. Gender is a demographic category, with measurable social, cultural, economic, and political repercussions for individual subjects. Most contemporary gender theory posits both masculinity and femininity as fractious and multiple states that are continually negotiated or performed by subjects (Butler, 1990 , de Castell & Bryson, 2000 . Gender, writes Cassell (2000, p. 300 ) "involves possibilities that are always in flux and that are determined by many things." Gender intersects with an array of other factors that contribute to our identity, including, most obviously, age, class, and ethnicity. The interplay between identity and gender is complex, yet it is important that we keep asking what games girls like if, for instance, it is indeed the case that the "relationship between boys' comparatively higher interest in computer games and their comparatively larger representation in high-power computer jobs is not accidental" (Cassell & Jenkins, 2000, p. 11) . Any link between gaming and technological careers is not the focus of this inquiry-nor is it assumed that computer games are more usually played by children, than by adults.
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Existing research into girls and gaming indirectly informs this article, but I am not concerned with asking if girls like playing games or with comparing their level of enthusiasm to that of their male peers. I am more interested in unpacking the relationships between taste, content, context, and competence, in order to explore the multiple factors that feed into users' choices and contribute to the formation of gaming preferences.
Cultural contexts, gender, and gaming
What computer games do girls like? Theorists addressing this question have had to tread carefully, researching and acknowledging the power of socialized patterns of play on one hand, resisting essentialist notions of gender on the other (Cassell & Jenkins, 2000) . Despite recent advances in the field there are also problems that derive from the relative immaturity of computer games studies as a discipline. Computer games are actualized through play: The user is a player, as well as a viewer, a reader, a consumer, and a spectator. Our understanding of the relationship between player, game, and play is limited. Satisfactory conceptualizations of the player-as-genderedsubject manipulating the game-as-text are not yet available. For this reason, suggestions that commercial games necessarily entail "homogenising effects on the viewer/ user" (Spielmann & Mey, 2005) are premature. Games deliver information, content, narrative, spectacle, invitations, and demands in multiple modes. The diversity of this address suggests that a variety of simultaneous "reading positions" are open (or closed) to different players. As yet, these offers and the manner in which they might mesh with different aspects of player subjectivity (in particular contexts) remain undertheorized.
Whatever the statistics show, the popular assumption remains that more males than females play computer games. Some analysts have argued that representational factors are partially responsible for female disinterest (see Bryce & Rutter, 2002) for a review of "content analysis" literature). Other commentators would have it that the commercial games industry is eager to tap into the hitherto underexploited market of female gamers. 3 This discourse tends to frame girls and women as unlikely gamersenigmatic quarry to be cajoled toward computer games against their natural inclination. This stance is rather disingenuous, given that high profile games are generally developed with males in mind and many (but by no means all) draw on genres and imagery long associated with masculinity within popular culture, such as war, trains, wrestling, and football. Plus, computer games are consistently marketed to male consumers. Of course, not all men find trains, sports, and tanks irresistible, and there is every chance that women who do see past the packaging might enjoy these "male" games if they are compelling and entertaining. It is important to note that the posturing in macho games is sometimes intentionally humorous and, more importantly, that the imagery of a game does not determine the experience of playing it. For all this, it remains true that a male consumer is generally presumed. To put it bluntly, a great deal of money is spent making games for, and selling games to, a male audience. As Brenda Laurel explained in 1998, this gender bias is ingrained in games production and reception; it exists at several levels. Over time it has become self-perpetuating and self-fulfilling:
Computer games as we know them were invented by young men. . . . They were enjoyed by young men, and young men soon made a very profitable business of them. . . . Arcade computer games were sold into male-gendered spaces, and when home computer game consoles were invented, they were sold through male-oriented consumer electronics channels to more young men. The whole industry consolidated very quickly around a young male demographic-all the way from the gameplay design to the arcade environment to the retail world-and it made no sense for a company to swim against the tide in all three of these areas at once. Even though the occasional computer game like Pac Man was a "hit" with girls and women, scoring sometimes as many as 25% female players, conventional wisdom was set and remained fundamentally unchallenged. Whenever a "girl" title was attempted, it was launched all alone onto the shelf without adequate marketing or retail support, and the inevitable failure easily became a proof that girls would not play computer games. Even as late as 1994, major game companies steered clear of the potential girls market because they feared that being seen as doing things for girls would alienate their male audiences. By the way, our research showed that-initially at least-their fears were indeed well-founded. (Laurel, 1998) Laurel's comments are reproduced at length because they make clear the historic and economic factors that have contributed to the construction of maleness as the default gender for computer gamers. This potted history shows how a particular audience has been consistently sought and served by the games industry, and thus has expanded-whereas other sectors of the potential market have remained relatively untapped. The association of masculinity with computer games is a construct, the result of a series of inventions, trends, practices, and commercial decisions that have settled into a particular pattern.
The alignment of gaming technology with one gender was not inevitable. The persistence and pervasiveness of the myth that males are the natural or obvious audience for computer games is a measure of that fantasy's power. Fantasies in popular culture are "a cultural form of problem solving" (Williams, 1999, p. 710) , and their reach and staying power is dependent on their salience. 4 Fantasies relating to new technologies, empowerment, and gender are expressed repetitively in the representational manifestations and practices (such as games or game marketing) that proliferate around technological devices, shaping the terms of their reception. It is possible that female marginalization is merely a side effect of the drive to enshrine the male player as the "norm." This is the simplest way to explain the persistent disenfranchisement of female players, and the level of anxious aggression aroused by the mere notion of women gaming in some quarters.
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Things appear to be changing, but progress might not be the result of well-meant intervention by academics, educators, or progressive developers. Instead, the increasing visibility and viability of the female player is evidence that the cultures of reception surrounding gaming technologies have shifted over time. It has simply become less necessary to fantasize that women and girls are inherently disinclined toward gaming because computer gaming itself has evolved in the popular imagination to the point where it can accommodate differently zoned and differently defined spaces. Exclusion has become less obligatory because this expansion has made room for diversification. In the wake of computer games' movement out of the subcultural margins and into the mainstream, older distinctions between people who play (male) and people who do not (female) can be discarded-or perhaps just reworked. Two increasingly prevalent distinguishing classifications are that of the hard-core gamer and the casual player. This is paralleled by a delineation between "real games" and various, playful alternatives (dancing or movement-based games, for example). A hard-core gamer would play on an everyday basis and self-identify as a serious gamer-and such players are more likely to be male, due to the resources involved . So, new categories emerge, but they embed old patterns. Hard-core gamers might be more committed, but it does not follow they are more representative or more credible than their casual counterparts. Hard-core gamers and casual players will differ in how they engage with games and gaming cultures and, as a consequence (whatever their gender) their preferences are also likely to differ.
So, although fantasies of natural female disinterest and associated practices of female disenfranchisement might become increasingly obsolete, social and cultural factors will continue to have an impact on users according to their gender (alongside other aspects of their identity). When new leisure technologies arrive in homes, the terms of their use are negotiated through existing patterns of gender and power, as Ann Gray's (1992) study of women and VCRs demonstrated. Gaming platforms are subject to these same domestic dynamics (Schott & Horrell, 2000) . Girls and boys might well be socialized to engage in different forms of play (Laurel, 1999) , and although certain sectors of the games industry have registered that alienating half the population is commercially unwise, there is still caution about female participation. There is a long, well-documented tradition of male gaming and game-related socializing that alienates women and that certainly predates computer games. For an exploration of this, see Gary Fine's (1983) study of role-playing gamers in the midwestern U.S. in the late 70s, Shared Fantasy, as well as Rutter's (2002, 2003) work on LAN parties and the competitive games scene in the United Kingdom.
These are some of the trends, issues, and developments that constitute the cultural contexts that surround girls and computer games in the West. It could be argued that establishing a gaming club at a girls' school and supplying a particular set of games involves artifice-the facilitation of a manufactured scenario. However, to claim that one setting is artificial involves assuming that other settings are relatively natural or authentic. As the above discussion makes clear, when it comes to computer games and gamers, there is no such state.
Preferences and the contexts of play
Questionnaire: How we can make the computer game sessions better? Player: We could stay into lesson time and we could order pizza.
So, what computer games do girls like? To find out, we observed nine girls playing computer games during lunchtime sessions over the course of a school term. 6 We conducted informal interviews, as well as semistructured interviews with girls. The group completed two questionnaires, one at the beginning of term, and another at the end. Each included questions about gaming habits and favorites. To situate the group in relation to their peers, a similar questionnaire was given to 55 other girls in the same age-group, at the same school. Because the focus here is on the constituents of preference in a particular situation, and the links between access, context, and preference, the fact that this is an arranged rather than a "found" scenario is not felt to be an impediment. One or two adults were generally present, and one might occasionally help out with technical issues, or join in a game-but they did not orchestrate player activity or groupings. The author did not participate in actual game-play at the club but, rather, observed and video-documented the sessions.
The school is a single-sex state school in an ethnically diverse, working class neighborhood in South London. 7 The nine girls that became regulars, or club members, were all in Year 8 (their average age was 13). All the students in the school are female and so gender was not an issue in recruitment. Although the girls'family life, ethnicity, and economic background are intimately related to questions of access, these issues are not directly addressed here, largely because detailed inquiry into the girl's home life was not undertaken.
The girls were primarily "volunteered" by the school and they were not selected on the basis of their gaming habits, yet in each case computer games were a regular feature of their social and family lives. They were all casual rather than hard-core gamers 8 -none of them played for hours on a daily basis, and they tended to borrow, share, or rent games rather than make regular purchases-this also means that they would not be visible as consumers (Kerr, 2003, p. 282, 284) . Most talked to their friends about games and a few read games magazines for tips and information on the latest releases. In interviews and conversations, the girls would refer to playing with their older cousins, sister or especially their dad as a regular and enjoyable yet otherwise unremarkable part of their younger childhood.
Initially we had an open door policy but within a fortnight it became necessary to limit entry to "club members" to prevent overcrowding. There was a waiting list of girls wanting to join the club, and several girls who were not club members came week after week just to watch others play. The girls made selections from the 30 games we supplied (see Table 1 ). We attempted to supply a mixed bag of popular games, but due to a limited budget, we were reliant to an extent on the games that we had to hand. The games were piled on a table in the center of the room and the girls were free to help themselves.
On a questionnaire distributed when the club first began, the girls were asked to list their favorite computer games. The responses varied from DANCE DANCE REVOLUTION, to WWF SMACKDOWN, from GRAND THEFT AUTO III to THE SIMS. It is reasonable to suppose that these favorites were games that the girls had previously played. What quickly became apparent was that the girls' stated preferences were no indicator of the choices they would demonstrate during the sessions. In fact, only one girl's demonstrated preferences constantly reflected her stated preferences and in this instance, the girl's passion for Harry Potter games, books, and films, and her commitment to her role as the local Harry Potter expert, were central to her consistency. For most of the girls, selections in any given session were informed by a combination of the following:
• Context and setting: a combination of variables including the room itself, the amount of time available, and who is present; • territorial and availability factors: available hardware and software-whose turn is it, who got there first, and who is willing to wait for, or contest access; • what might be described as particular "game offers": the different kinds of experiences offered by particular games, such as a multiplayer option; • the alluring trans-textual associations of popular franchises;
• the mood of the player; and • packaging, representational factors or the "look" of a game: Girls who did not have a particular game in mind, or who's first choice was already taken, would pick a game based on its cover (but if the game-play failed to appeal, it would soon be discarded).
The above factors combined during sessions to influence the choices being made by participants. The room contained two consoles (one PlayStation 2, and one Xbox) and six PCs. The consoles were near the door, and had the most "passing traffic." This is also where onlookers and curious visitors tended to congregate, watch or "queue for a go." Some of the games for the consoles had a two-player option so girls who wanted to play in pairs would opt to play on the consoles. There were also times when a larger group would co-play a two-player game by passing around the controls. For all of these reasons, the area around the consoles was the noisiest and the most social part of the room and thus, in this specific instance, the consoles were less conducive to private or contemplative gaming than the PCs. As an outcome, the most popular games on the consoles were the ones that offered instant gratification, pace, humor, dual-play, and turn taking rather than games that demanded sophisticated tactics or that offered characters. As a result, TONY HAWKS PRO SKATER 4 (a skateboarding game) spent more time on the PlayStation 2 than any other game.
Two friends in particular developed a passion for TONY HAWKS PRO SKATER 4. The girls had previously listed their favorite games as THE SIMS, SUPER MARIO BROS, and "fighting games." Yet, they repeatedly chose to play this skateboarding game. The game combined "pick up and play" immediacy with speed, sensation, and spectacle. It allowed the girls to co-play in split-screen mode, each propelling an avatar of their own. The girls liked the music and they would turn up the volume, expanding the sensory world of the game into real-space. There were long intervals when the girls wordlessly manipulated the controls, but when there was increased noise and disruption in the vicinity of the console they would interact more with onlookers, heightening the performative and spectacular aspects of the game-by exclaiming more emphatically when an avatar crashed, for instance.
We had to take steps to limit entry to prevent overcrowding and the item most responsible for making this necessary was the Xbox. The Xbox was respected as a high status, desirable consumable: the latest, biggest, fastest console. It was the only hardware in the room consistently referred to by name by club members ("I'm next on the Xbox") and by visitors ("Hey, you've got an Xbox!"). We supplied TERMINATOR 3 (initially the girls had said that they wanted games "based on movies, like Terminator") and a copy of the highly regarded Halo. These games were loaded and toyed with, but the preferred games were MIDTOWN MADNESS 3, a comic, fast-paced driving game, and DEAD OR ALIVE 3, a colorful fighting game. Both of these games have a two-player mode, and both offer the same kind of instant pick-up-and-play appeal as TONY HAWKS PRO SKATER 4. The stunts, options, character selections, and special moves in all of these games were accessed in an experimental, playful manner. Skills acquisition at the consoles did occur, yet it did not look particularly systematic-one player stated that she liked MIDTOWN MADNESS "because I crashed into everything," but another girl said that she enjoyed learning new tricks in TONY HAWKS. The girls who liked DEAD OR ALIVE 3 appreciated that there were "loads of new moves to learn," and one player remarked that "this game was good cos [sic] they had really good graphics and I'm always winning." DEAD OR ALIVE 3 was supplied at the girls' request, as they kept asking for more fighting games. It quickly became the most popular game on the Xbox. The girls would explore the capabilities of the various fighter characters, eagerly help each other out with tips, compete with intense concentration, and crow at their victories. If a girl suffered a string of defeats she might appear temporarily frustrated, she might even invent new rules in an effort to curb "unfair" play. 9 Other researchers examining girls and computer games have asserted that "Girls prefer collaboration to competition . . . working together to accomplish a task (rather) than trying to outdo someone else" (Gorritz & Medina, 2000, p. 47) . We saw no evidence that competition was inherently unappealing for these girls, or that it complicated friendships, or that overt competition at the console in any way conflicted with the performance of gendered identity. Elsewhere it has been asserted that girls possess "an avowed dislike for aggression and (a) preference for cooperation over competition" (Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 2000, p. 55) . We saw no evidence of this. Although the girls were happy to coach each other, they showed no reluctance to compete-although sometimes they did not enjoy losing. Plus there was no sign that the girls "read" the onscreen action as "aggression." Nor was it the case that playing together was always seen as the more attractive option. In fact, when asked about social play on the first questionnaire, the majority of the girls responded that they wanted the option to play "sometimes alone, and sometimes with others." To confuse matters, one of the girls who did state that she always preferred to play with others, generally chose to play PC games alone during sessions.
The girls would move from coaching and collaborating, to openly competing when playing racing or fighting games on the Xbox, but for the first part of the term, the real competition was over the Xbox console itself. For girls who were not interested in territorial wrangling, or turn taking, or who just felt like playing on their own, there were the PCs lined up along the quieter side of the room. In contrast to the girls using the consoles, these players were in a position to invest more attention in a game and to have a relatively private experience. As an apparent outcome, the most preferred games on the PCs were action adventure games and THE SIMS. Such games reward the player's time and concentration with incremental complexity and sequential episodes.
Generally (although not always), the girls playing on PCs would put on headphones and settle in to half an hour of solo gaming. They were often silently engrossed and interruptions were not welcome. Onlookers were tolerated, but "turn taking" was very unusual. Although a reasonable proportion of the games we supplied for the PCs were tried out, the most popular games were LORD OF THE RINGS, THE FELLOWSHIP OF THE RING, the two HARRY POTTER games, and THE SIMS. Clearly these girls were engaging in a different type of experience than that which was (in this particular time and place) being offered at the consoles. Thus, they inclined toward different genres. Sometimes a girl would "stake-out" a PC and save her game-play, in order to pick up where she had left off in a later session. In comparison to the games repeatedly selected for console play, the games chosen for the PCs involved digesting and responding to more information; they entailed reading and referring to maps, looking for clues. These action adventure games combined the potential for exploration with characterization, dialogue, episodic back-story, and degrees of inventory and resource management. In this case, the instantaneous diversions of pace or humor sought at the consoles, were exchanged for a more invested form of play.
To summarize-the division of the room into noisier and quieter areas, and into sociable or more private zones, combined with the styles of play (instantaneous, or more contemplative) that various games offer. These factors, in combination, were central to the choices being made by the girls. Most, but not all, of the girls switched between PC and consoles and different game genres. In each instance, the ability of the girls to recognize and selectively mine the potential offers of different games was enabled by their becoming literate in the forms of play available, and the kinds of experiences promised. These preferences were shaped by the contexts of play, in combination with the style of gaming afforded by particular game-texts. As this indicates, the borders between wider social and cultural factors and the more immediate contexts in which games are actualized through play are blurred. Similarly, although issues of preference, context, and text are divisible in theory, in practice they are deeply entwined.
Game-texts, preferences, and representation
At the start of the term, and again at the end, the girls completed questionnaires on which they were asked to list their favorite games. On the first questionnaire, the girls listed a wide variety of games and genres: fighting and racing games were nominated, games from the GRAND THEFT AUTO series were popular, as were action adventure games and THE SIMS. Other popular genres were not mentioned at all (sportsmanagement games, online FPS games, for instance). In the context of this discussion, however, what is significant is that the girls listed a total of 26 games on the later questionnaire, and this included 16 new games, 9 of which had been accessible to the girl concerned during the sessions. Individual girls listed new favorites that included named titles (MIDTOWN MADNESS 3, for instance), as well as entirely new genres ("fighting games," for example). The initial preferences expressed on the first questionnaire presumably relate to games that the girls had previously accessed. A percentage of these alterations might be due to the girls remembering different games or being in a particular mood. Yet, these shifts also indicate that simply offering these users alternative games in a new context was sufficient to generate changes in their stated tastes. What this suggests is that when investigating gaming inclinations, the relationship between previous access and expressed preferences should not be overlooked. When girls (or anyone else) are asked about their gaming tastes, their responses will reflect the particular games, genres, and gaming practices to which they have already had access. In short, preferences are situated, conditional, and changeable. This might seem an obvious point, but it does tend to be omitted from the literature on girls and gaming.
Despite this changeability it was still possible to identify patterns in the girls'tastes. For example, every girl who listed THE SIMS as "one of the best three games at the lunchtime sessions" gave a similar explanation of its appeal. They did not mention the game's realist (or at least domestic) settings, or the possibility of caring, social, or "nurturing" game-play. For these 13-year-olds, the big draw of THE SIMS was power: "I could control whatever they did-I could make their lives enjoyable or miserable," "I could build a house and control things," or "You were in charge." Every player used the "rosebud cheat" to grant their Sim family unlimited income and, as one enthralled player remarked (with a screwed up nose) when referring to her Sim's romantic life, "it's kinda dirty."
The girls were asked what they liked in the games that they regarded as the three best at the sessions. They rated the following qualities as important: being in control, good music and graphics, choice, variety, unpredictability, action, the option to select from a range of characters, intriguing tasks and missions, and content relating to magic and adventure. Games, it was noted, should also balance their difficulty level, a good game is "not hard but . . . not easy either." So it was possible to identify preferences relating to game structure and content, but in order to argue that there was anything particularly "feminine" about these tastes, it would be necessary to show that this group's male, casual-gamer peers valued different qualities.
The girls had definite ideas about desirable qualities, yet the presence of these elements in a game was no guarantee of popularity, because other factors might determine if a player is made aware of an unfamiliar game's offers and potentials-or not. For instance, for weeks, none of the girls showed any interest in playing BUFFY THE VAMPIRE SLAYER. BUFFY is an action adventure game, and this was not the style of game that these players had been interested in using on the Xbox. Then, in the penultimate week of term, a few girls arrived early and found the sessions' facilitators playing it. What they saw of BUFFY's game-play was sufficient to spark their interest. Then, by passing around the controls, calling out instructions to each other, and shrieking at the "scary bits," the girls managed to convert it into a rowdy and sociable group activity. Thus several factors were complicit in their late predilection for BUFFY. First, the game only became interesting after the girls had seen others engrossed by it. Secondly, after a term with TONY HAWKS PRO SKATER 4 and DEAD OR ALIVE 3, the girls had become adept at generating their own preferred form of console group-play.
We had also supplied a number of Role-Playing Games (RPGs) for the PCs. These games involve creating a central character, using spells and potions, and exploring a vast fantasy world. As noted, these players stated a preference for variation in character, magic, missions, and adventuring, yet none chose to play these games. The players had no prior experience with the genre, and this appears to have played a part in their disinterest. If the group had contained one RPG enthusiast it may have been enough to trigger curiosity in the others-just as watching others play had resulted in BUFFY attaining last-minute popularity. In this case, however, these games were unfamiliar and as a result they simply failed to register with these users. This suggests that although preferences are open to alteration, there does need to be a motivating catalyst or transitional support when players are confronted by a complex and unfamiliar genre. Such a catalyst might be social-but it is also possible that it could be textual.
Had these RPG's been set in "HARRY POTTER WORLD," for instance, it is probable that the girls would have at least tried them, regardless of an unfamiliarity with the genre.
The presence of an interesting female protagonist is regarded as a distinct bonus by many female gamers (see, for example, the digital heroines nominated and rated by women players at www.womengamers.com). Research has shown that the availability and the physique of female avatars is an issue for women players (Taylor, 2003) . For the girls in these sessions, however, female characters were not an attractant. As facilitators we made a concerted effort to include as many "positive" female avatars as possible, so a reasonable proportion of the games we supplied featured female leads-and showed images of the heroine on their packaging. These included ONI, PRIMAL, ENTER THE MATRIX, DINO CRISIS, TOMB RAIDER IV; THE LAST REVELATION, and TOMB RAIDER II. In the RPGs BALDUR'S GATE and NEVERWINTER NIGHTS the player has the option to construct a female lead character.
The girls showed no noticeable, additional interest in these games. In fact, we were impressed by the degree of ambivalence they inspired. It could simply be that these games were marginalized by the popularity of TONY HAWKS PRO SKATER 4, DEAD OR ALIVE 3, and the HARRY POTTER games. Or perhaps this disinterest is symptomatic of the girls' age or because they were in a primarily female environment. Perhaps it was because the pleasures of "identification" are overrated. Or, perhaps such pleasures are dependent on the contexts of play: the girls were playing in public, and as a result, they orientated toward functional rather than fantastical relationships with their avatars. In which case, the forms of identification elicited might relate to the mechanics of play (point, shoot), rather than to emotive projection. Such suggestions are highly speculative because digital or interactive identification remains undertheorized.
What this disinterestedness does suggest, however, is that for 13-year-old girls playing games at a single-sex school, a female avatar is not automatically regarded as a bonus. When given the option to play as either a male or a female character, the girls would either show no preference and switch between the options (as with DEAD OR ALIVE 3), or they might actually prefer to play with a male avatar-as was the case with TONY HAWKS PRO SKATER 4. In this game, players select from 13 different famous skateboarders, including one (consistently unselected) female. Or, if desired, the player can construct his or her own skater from a set of templates relating to physique and fashion.
Interviewer: So . . . you're not just dressing him, you're making him from scratch . . . so you could choose to play as a girl? Player: Mm hmm (nods, eyes remain fixed on TONY HAWKS) Interviewer: But you don't? Player: Uh uh (shakes head) Interviewer: Any reason? Player: Nope As this suggests, the option to construct a female skater character in TONY HAWKS was not of interest to this player. In all the previous sessions, she had co-played this game and had focused on speed and stunts. In the session where this conversation occurred, she was playing alone, and she spent most of the available time exploring the menu options (fashion, faces, hats, and tattoos) in order to build and then customize a fashionable, half-naked male skater (as yet, the fact that some players might desire male avatars has not been much studied).
10 During the numerous DEAD OR ALIVE 3 matches, the girls would switch characters and choose male and female fighters at different times. Their decisions looked experimental and playful-they might mimic the voices, moves, or catchphrases of particular fighters, for instance. Different characters do have special combination moves that can be learnt, but during the games club sessions, the girls were more interested in testing out different characters than in becoming especially proficient at fighting with one. Although these players showed no particular preference for games that offer a female protagonist, it would be wrong to extrapolate this into any kind of generalized statement about women or girl players and female avatars.
We distributed a questionnaire to 55 of the club members' fellow Year 8 students in order to contextualize our observations of the gaming sessions. It included questions relating to game, play, and wider cultural contexts. For instance, the girls were asked "If you could create a computer game or video game character, what would they be like?" Nearly 60% of those who answered this question did not specify a gender for their character at all-they instead listed nonspecific characteristics ("joyous," "funny," "independent") or included the choice of male or female. Around 25% of the respondents wanted to play with funny or attractive male characters ("strong, buff male, muscley" or "tall, strong and rich with good taste and style," "muscley, dark, good looking," and "six pack, single plaits in hair"). The remainder specified that they would create a female character-and these varied from "girly, nice pretty and looks like a model" to "it would be a girl dressed like a tomboy that has to do missions to collect money." To examine the responses in more detail they were divided into three sets:
• Girls with no games consoles at home (18 out of the 55 respondents);
• girls with a console in the home, but not necessarily a console that they consider their own (15 out of 55); or • girls with a console at home that they did consider "theirs" (22 out of 55).
Nearly all of the 55 respondents were casual, regular gamers. Having or not having access to a "games dedicated" machine in the home, however, indicates a different degree of access. All the girls were asked to describe a "typical gamer," and a high proportion of the answers were gender neutral. The few respondents who did associate being a typical gamer, with being a male, came primarily from within the second group-the girls who do have a console in the home but not necessarily one of their own. This suggests that these girls' designation of games as typically a male activity reflects patterns of access and console ownership at home. Strangely, nearly all of the uncomplimentary remarks made about typical gamers in the responses ("neek"-a combination of nerd and geek-"a nerd who has nothing to do who is a loner" or "someone sad who doesn't have a life") came from girls in the third category-the console owners.
Perhaps surprisingly, there was no correlation between girls in the second category (who were the group most likely to describe a typical gamer as being male) with any compensatory desire for female avatars. When asked to describe the avatar that they would invent, girls in the third category (console owners) were the ones most likely to specify a sex, and they were slightly more likely to propose a male avatar rather than a female. This suggests that it might not be the case that the less-equipped respondents were expressing a deliberate preference when they proposed creating gender-neutral avatars. It could simply be that the girls with more access to a particular kind of games experience (console gaming) are more drilled in the conventions of console gameswith the result that they know that avatars are, for the most part, assigned a sex.
There are a multitude of discourses active within popular culture and in the lives of players that will impact on how they regard games and position themselves in relation to gaming. A full discussion of these is beyond the scope of this article, but it is important to at least briefly acknowledge their influence. Humor, for example, was so highly valued by these young players that it might well override seemingly exclusionary aspects of a game's content or marketing. Another factor to be considered relates to consumerism. The Xbox, in particular, was possessed of glamour and status. The girls would discuss the merits of the different platforms, and particular games, not just as gamers, but also as canny, proto-contenders in consumer culture. This discourse cannot be divorced from wider gaming culture (where it links with notions of cultish expertise) nor can it be entirely separated from gender, or race, or class-because our positioning and our capacity to participate within consumer culture is related to these factors. Associated with both humor and consumerism is the undeniable power possessed by adored cross-media properties like the Harry Potter franchise (books, films, games). These factors are integral to the movement of games into mainstream popular culture and each played a part in shaping how these young players felt about gaming.
Conclusion
It became clear during these observations that gaming tastes can alter and that simply offering these users access to games that they had not previously played, in a novel situation, was sufficient to trigger shifts in their stated preferences. We made a point of including several games with strong female leads. These games should have generated a marked degree of interest if female central characters were of import to these particular users-but this was not the case. What did become apparent was that the girls' increasing gaming competencies enabled them to identify and access the different potential play experiences offered by specific games, and to selectively actualize these potentials according to circumstance and prerogative. This indicates that forms of competency underlie and inform our gaming preferences-whatever our gender. In short, preferences are not static: our choices depend on where we are and to what games we have had previous access. Our preferences reflect what we know, who we know, what we have tried, or tired of, and what we will admit to.
Distinctions in taste between male and female players mirror patterns in games access and consumption that spring from (very) gendered cultural and social practices. A related problem with inquiries into girls' preferences is a blurring between the categories of "nonplayer" and "female." Female nonplayers relate to games in a particular way-because of their unfamiliarity with the medium not because they are female.
Nonplayers, for instance, tend to overestimate the importance of representational factors in games. These elements do matter, of course, but seasoned gamers routinely distinguish between the "look" of a game and its game-play. As this suggests, accounts of gaming preference need to be situated within a framework that can incorporate reference to players' previous access to games and existing gaming knowledge. Gaming preferences need to be conceptualized within a paradigm that can accommodate mobility, increment, learning, and alteration.
A stated preference might relate to a game's structure and rules, or draw on aspects of its content. A preference evoked under other conditions might reflect the social practices and contexts of game-play. Or a player might be drawn toward (or alienated from) particular gaming styles, due to influences located in wider cultural contexts. Recognizing and then accessing the pleasures offered by a particular game entails interpreting the game's interface, rules and genre while drawing on previous gaming experience and locating guides, cheats, or resources when necessary. Attaining pleasure from game-play involves the ability to willfully configure, instigate, and affect events within the game-although each game world and each set of game controls will vary, and play in general involves experimentation, novelty, learning, and chance.
To consider players' preferences holistically, then, it is necessary to bear in mind at least two "ways of knowing." The first involves the transferable repertoires, informed expectations and applicable knowledge acquired during previous gaming experience (see Gee, 2003) . These are orientated toward the game, its structures and offers. The player is less likely to select a game (or express a preference for a game type) if they do not recognize that game's potentials. The second way of knowing (which blurs into the first), involves the accumulation of knowledge relating to the cultural and social aspects of gaming. This would involve the position of the player in relation to gaming resources, gamer communities, popular perceptions of gaming, and peer group attitudes: the player's positioning of themselves in relation to these factors, and their (selfassessed) positioning or alienation by these factors. Different people will accumulate particular gaming skills, knowledge, and frames of reference, according to the patterns of access and peer culture they encounter-and these accumulations will pool as predispositions and manifest as preferences.
This brief attempt to "think through" gaming knowledge in the context of a particular agenda (investigating preferences) is necessary because it is clear that familiarity and competency feed into a player's experiences of gaming, determining the pleasures that he or she will expect, recognize and access, and thereby impacting on any preferences that might be subsequently expressed.
Mapping patterns in preference is possible, but preferences are an assemblage, made up of past access and positive experiences and subject to situation and context. The constituents of preference (such as access) are shaped by gender and, as a result, gaming preferences manifest along gendered lines. It is not difficult to generate data that will indicate that gendered tastes exist, but it is short sighted to divorce such preferences from the various practices that form them. To attribute gaming tastes directly, solely, or primarily to an individual subjects' gender is to risk underestimating the complexities of both identity and preference.
On a final note, it is absolutely possible that various factors bolstered the club members' enthusiastic engagement with computer games during the sessions described in this article. It could be argued that we created something of an artificial environment, an anomalous "bubble" where it was the norm that girls and women enjoy playing and talking about computer games. However is also true that outside of any such bubble, the relationship of girls-or boys, women or men-to computer games, is just as constructed.
Notes
9. For example, during one session a player had a run of victories because she used the same character with a particularly lethal, single "special move"-until the other players began to protest that "Hey, you can't just do the same thing over and over!" 10. In Western gaming publicity and merchandising (or magazines, see Playstation 2: The Sex Issue, May 2003) the reader and/or player is assumed to be male and heterosexual, and only female avatars are sexy or sexualized. This is in contrast to Japanese fan cultures and slash art where male avatars are eroticized, often by female fans, see Burn (in press ).
